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MALACHI 1:1-4 ‘Refiner’s Fire’
There’s a way of finding guidance in from the Bible that I’ve heard called ‘Flip & Point’.  That’s where you open a bible at random, close your eyes and drop your finger to the page.  When you open your eyes – wah-la!  God speaks to you through whatever verse your finger has landed on!   Now, while God may speak to us like that – after all, if he can speak through the mouth of a donkey (you know that story, right?) – he can speak through a randomly selected verse from the Bible.  But I wouldn’t recommend it.
One day, a young Christian decided to find God’s will for his life through this method.  He closed his eyes, flipped and pointed, and landed on….“and Judas went and hanged himself.”  Somewhat rattled, he thought he’d try again.  He closed his eyes, flipped and pointed, and landed on… “go and do thou likewise.”

Without the proper context, we miss the depth of what God has to teach us through his Word.

Advent is not simply a countdown to Christmas.  Advent is that season of the church’s year which puts Christmas in the context of God’s story for mankind.  In theological circles, it’s called the ‘Heilsgeschichte’ – the Holy Story. 

Sometimes we can make the mistake of thinking Christmas is the pinnacle of the Holy Story; or perhaps Easter; or even Christ’s return at the end of time.  All of these are crucial elements in God’s Salvation story, but none of them stands alone.  They are all part of the one story.
And so through Advent we are reminded of God’s promises to send a just, righteous and eternal king; we are reminded of our sinfulness and our need for God; and we are reminded that God’s promise of the coming king is not just Jesus being born in the stable at Bethlehem but it is Jesus returning to complete his kingdom at the end of time.  As we move through Advent, one message comes through loud and clear – make sure you’re ready!
Today’s readings show us how important it is to God that we are fit to receive him when he comes.
Way back in the days of kings, it was common practice to send a messenger ahead of a visiting monarch.  That messenger’s task was to make sure that there were no obstacles in the way of the royal caravan along the route – no fallen trees, no rocks, no potholes that would trip the horses, and so on. Also, he was to make sure that the people who were to receive the king were ready and waiting to give him the honour that was his due when he arrived.

In the Old Testament reading Malachi the prophet tells of a messenger who will prepare the way for God’s coming king. This messenger was John the Baptist.  
How did John prepare the way? He was concerned about the state of the people’s hearts and lives.  It’s our hearts that God wants first and foremost.  When he has our hearts, our lives fall into sync.  

What do we mean by the heart? In the Scriptures, the word we translate as heart refers to the centre of our being: our essence, the centre of our passion; that part of us that motivates and drives us; that informs our wants and desires; that directs our actions. If our hearts are fully given to God, then so our lives will be.
John pulled no punches in his preaching!

“You snakes” he’d yell, “clean up your act! And stop being so complacent!  Just because you’re Abraham’s children, doesn’t mean you’re automatically accepted into to God’s kingdom! If you’re really sorry for being so slack  - if you really want to get right with God - then SHOW IT, by the way you live your lives!”
I suspect that Christians would sometimes benefit from a dose of this preaching!  If we’re not careful, we too can become complacent.  Paul warned against this in his letter to the Romans.  He said, “What shall we say, then? Should we continue to live in sin so that God's grace will increase? Certainly not! We have died to sin---how then can we go on living in it?”    

The fact that we call ourselves Christians does not give us licence to be slack in our relationship with God.   We don’t stop sinning altogether just because we are Christians.  We will have a sinful nature till the day we die and it will always be a struggle to live a life that is pleasing to God. If we are never conscious of any struggle in that regard, we would be well advised to do some soul searching!

It’s not impossible to win in the battle against sin – we have the Holy Spirit, and God forgives us when we fail – but we need to watch our hearts!  Complacency is a constant danger to God’s people.
If we go back to Malachi, we find some sobering verses: But who can endure the day of his coming? Who can stand when he appears? For he will be like a refiner's fire or a launderer's soap. He will sit as a refiner and purifier of silver; he will purify the Levites and refine them like gold and silver. Then the LORD will have men who will bring offerings in righteousness, and the offerings of Judah and Jerusalem will be acceptable to the LORD, as in days gone by, as in former years. 

 The prophet here is talking to God’s people – not unbelievers!  He’s saying that when the Lord comes, he will purify his people.  And his coming is like a refiner’s fire!  Have you ever seen a fire like that?
I have. When I was at high school, our science teacher arranged an excursion to Port Kembla steelworks. We were actually able to go into the smelting area and watch the fire reduce the ore to molten metal.  We stood a long, long way off, but we still felt the heat.  The metal in the huge crucibles went brilliant orange as it was purified.

This is pretty graphic picture, isn’t it?  God is committed to refining us in the crucible of life, so that when he appears, we will be fit for heaven.  He is particularly committed to refining his spiritual leaders! (The Levites or Priests) Why?  Because they are responsible for guiding his people.  When the leader is being refined – that leader can then guide the people through the same process…
I found those verses particularly confronting as I thought about them.  I had to stop and ask myself where I needed more refining.  I could think of a number areas where it was necessary….  so if I start to turn orange, you’ll know why!
We need to understand that this process of refinement is twofold.  On one hand, God sees us as already pure – Christ won that purity for us when he died on the cross to pay the penalty for our sins.  When we surrender to Christ and are baptised in his Spirit, his death becomes our death, we’re cleansed from our sin and that refinement takes place on the eternal plane. God looks at us, and sees the purity of his Son.
However on the other hand, there is still the world, the flesh and the devil to contend with in this life!  God is committed to helping us overcome our sinful nature and move towards purity in this life. But he requires our co-operation to undertake this refinement. He doesn’t force it upon us.

It takes courage.  If we are serious about becoming more like Christ, and we have the courage to ask for his help – we are in for quite a ride.  And it will at times get very uncomfortable! But never impossible.  It’s part of what make the Christian life so exciting! God is never closer to us than when we are struggling.  

When I was on the path towards ordination, it was a heady time for me. I was studying theology, working in a parish and was really passionate about what I felt God was calling me to do. I was loving every minute of it! The process included regular reviews, assessments and interviews with examining chaplains. The culmination of the years of preparation was this appearance before ‘the panel’. The panel consisted of three groups of people who grilled the candidates about various areas of their life, ministry and theology. Candidates didn’t get this far without the recommendation of priests, lecturers and of course the examining chaplains.  My referees were incredibly positive and encouraging and I sat the interviews with great confidence.
When the time came to meet with the bishop to receive ‘the verdict’, I was excited, and really looking forward to the ordination in a couple of month’s time.  But then my world fell apart. The bishop told me that the panel had knocked me back.  They didn’t think I was a suitable candidate for a priest!

I was devastated. I can’t begin to tell you what the next few weeks were like. I had never known such grief. How on earth did it happen? What was going on – did I really have my wires so seriously crossed?  Over a period of time, with the help of my spiritual director – I was able to sort it out.  
There were a few things I needed to address, but I still think that a major one was that I’d become so excited and so passionate about what I felt God was calling me to do, that I had begun to let ‘the call’ itself become more important to me than God. I didn’t recognise it at the time.  So God did some refining. 
I had to reach a point where I was able to lay down my broken dreams before God, willing to do anything he wanted – even if it meant never picking them up again.

Cutting a long story short – God continued refining, and I sat the panel again a year later.  The second verdict was an unequivocal ‘yes’ – in fact I was told it was rare for the panel to be so unanimous in their approval!

It was one of the most painful experiences of my life – but also the one where I grew the most.

That’s my story.  Perhaps you have one too – or you will have, if you are willing to allow God to refine you as he wants to.  Refining is unpleasant, and sometimes really painful – but it produces pure gold in the lives of his people, and prepares them to reign with him in heaven.
This advent, may we have the courage to come before God, and offer ourselves to his refining fire.

Let’s pray.

